
Chapter One

			HOW MANY DEMIGOD BABIES ARE OUT THERE NOW? NO ONE KNOWS AND THE GODS WON’T SAY.

			Clio Ardalides pushed the newspaper from the makeup table into the trash. Another passive-aggressive act by her stylist to remind her that the world still had difficulties even though the immortals had merged with the world. As though she needed to be reminded. As though a muse was unaware of suffering.

			It was her job to know humans. But her show wasn’t about suffering and sadness and all that stuff. Selene’s show was where the gods went to talk politics and answer serious and never-ending questions surrounding existential angst. Clio’s show was about fun, about the light side of life. Why couldn’t some people understand that?

			She sighed and brushed at the strands of light, dyed hair around her face. Sure, she stayed away from humans for the most part these days. Her role didn’t allow for that kind of thing now. But that didn’t mean she didn’t know things. She just chose what to focus on. Nothing wrong with that.

			The door opened. “Five minutes, Clio.” The gofer shut the door before she could acknowledge him.

			She refreshed her lip gloss and smiled widely at the mirror. She’d already said hello to tonight’s guests and now all she had to do was shine. As always.

			She left her dressing room and let the bright purple chiffon dress flow around her, giving the impression she was gliding. She knew it did because she’d practiced extensively to get the effect just right. What was the point in being an immortal in front of the camera if she didn’t play the part?

			The music came on and she closed her eyes. Deep breaths. One…two…three. She stepped on stage to loud applause, both from the audience and supplemented by the sound crew. She waved and twirled and batted her false lashes, which felt heavy with glue tonight. She sat primly in her high-backed chair and leaned toward the audience.

			“Don’t you all look gorgeous!” She scanned the crowd, looking for a kind face to focus on. It helped the ever-present nerves, even after all this time. But tonight, not one gave the impression, the feeling, she needed. Unsettled, she sat back and focused on the camera instead.

			“I’ve got two super special spectacular guests tonight.” She looked into camera two, to get her good side. “Adorable cherub of cheer, kid of kindness, Cupid is here to spread some love!” The cheers were somewhat lackluster, and she worked to smile bigger, her cheeks already growing sore. “And his lovely competition, the stunning and strong, the willful and wily, Skadi!”

			The gorgeous Norse goddess strode onto the stage, her short white tunic showing off her long, strong legs. Cupid, red-faced and leering, rode on her shoulder, his bow and arrow cocked at the audience. The audience would have no idea that he was red-faced because he’d been drinking some foul-smelling bourbon since he’d arrived and was half out of his head drunk. And a drunk Cupid had done plenty of damage in the past.

			Clio stood and held her hands out to Skadi, who took them and rolled her eyes slightly, her back turned to the camera.

			“Get this little shit off my shoulder before he pisses himself and ruins my dress,” she hissed, still smiling, though her eyes were narrowed.

			Clio reached up and plucked Cupid from Skadi’s shoulder, holding him away from her in case Skadi was right about his need to relieve himself. “Isn’t Cupid just the cutest thing?”

			The audience tittered and gasped as Cupid let loose a haphazard arrow that fortunately didn’t hit anyone. It stuck in the carpet and a crew member quickly swept down and grabbed it before an audience member did. Gods only knew what a human would do with an arrow of love. Or loathing. Whichever he’d loaded up this time.

			She set him on the floor and tried not to kick him away when he leaned against her leg and caressed her calf.

			“Tonight, we’re going to watch these two run the gamut, and of course, it will end in an archery contest!”

			The crowd’s approval was louder this time. The giant screen behind her showed the obstacle course. “First, they have to make it through the bouncy castle highway, then they have to swim across the lake of pudding. Once they’re back on shore, they have to climb to the top of Mount Olympus, where they’ll be ready to shoot at the moving targets.”

			Skadi began to stretch like she was going into an actual obstacle course and not something designed just for some lighthearted connection with the gods. Cupid swayed and sat on his fat little behind, drawing a soft “aww” from the audience. Clio nudged him with her purple stiletto. “And as you all know, the one rule of this obstacle course is that no god can use their powers. They have to do it the mortal way or no way!” The audience chanted that phrase with her, and there was no question that beneath it simmered some resentment.

			She steeled herself and ignored the pain in her cheeks. “So, let’s see our contenders get dirty!”

			Skadi left the main stage and headed off to the obstacle course. Cupid tottered after her, gas coming from both his mouth and his rump as he climbed onto the obstacle stage. Clio wondered if he was so drunk that he’d forgotten he had wings. It was highly doubtful he’d listened to a word of the rules and was simply taking them seriously.

			The gong rang out, reverberating around the room, and Skadi jumped into the first of four bouncy castles, all set to high bounce. As she went up, her tunic did too, and quickly showed that she didn’t have any underwear on. The audience went insane.

			So, too, did Cupid. He looked up right as she was at her highest, and the little toad clambered into the bouncy castle, only to be flung into the air when Skadi landed. He bounced behind her like a red-faced beach ball, and Clio had to wipe tears of laughter from her eyes as he turned a sickly green color.

			When Skadi made it out of the bouncy houses and into the pool, he scrambled on hands and knees behind her, albeit more slowly. She moved solidly through the thick chocolate pudding, chest deep. He, on the other hand, flopped onto his back and used his hands and feet, both of which were strangely large, to push himself through the gloop without sinking. Skadi made it to the other side just before him.

			From there, it was no contest. Skadi’s long legs carried her up the “wall” of Mount Olympus easily, and she had plenty of time to steady her aim and take her shot through the small ring of fire and into the giant moving cloud target beyond, where she put the arrow directly in the middle of the painted smiley face. Cupid sat down at the bottom of the wall and scooped a cup of pudding from the pool with the little chalice he kept on his belt, and then proceeded to drink it. Some of it, anyway. The rest dribbled down his fat pink belly.

			The crowd oohed and aahed, and Clio turned back to them. “Clearly, we have a winner!”

			Skadi leapt from the top of the makeshift mountain to land next to Clio. She accepted the little glass trophy, and they went to a commercial break.

			Clio’s team came out and smoothed her hair and makeup, and they brought Skadi a wet towel to quickly wipe herself down. Cupid waved off the team and curled into a ball around his pudding cup and fell asleep.

			“Thank you for coming out today. I know that wasn’t a competition.” Clio knew full well that many of the gods felt her show was demeaning.

			“I’m a lesser goddess who was selling potatoes from my farm. I’ll take what I can get.” Skadi shook out her hair and grimaced. “But actual mud was easier to deal with.”

			Clio turned away like she had something else to concentrate on so that the goddess didn’t see that her words stung. Initially, it had been a big laugh, but lately, the laughter had died. The cameras rolled again, and she turned to smile brightly. As long as she could keep focusing on the positive, the other gods’ opinions didn’t matter.

			* * *

			She waved as Skadi got into a Rolls Royce and drove off, and she watched, bemused, as Cupid was carried out to his garish pink Cadillac. The driver didn’t seem at all fazed when Cupid was put, unconscious, into the back seat. Clio shook her head and went back to her dressing room. As she was about to pass the staff room, she stopped to listen. It sounded like several crew members were making plans, including her own stylists.

			“I can’t wait for that beer tonight,” someone said.

			“Seriously. What a shit show. If people saw half the crap we saw here, they’d never pray to these assholes again. What is Clio thinking?”

			“Clearly, she isn’t. I mean, aren’t muses supposed to be all about inspiration? The only thing she’s inspiring me to do is drink away my depression about working here.”

			Pain burned in her chest and her eyes teared up. She lifted her chin and walked quickly past the staff room, not bothering to look in. Letting them know she’d heard them wasn’t an option. When she made it into her dressing room, she shut the door quietly and leaned against it. Only then did she let the tears flow.

			When she was done crying, she picked up her phone and opened her social media account. “Perception is what life is all about. If you perceive beauty, then life is beautiful.” She hit send and watched the likes and hearts pour in. It might have been a little trite, but she believed it with her whole heart. She continued to type. “If you don’t like working somewhere, you should leave and find something that makes you happy. Don’t stay in a shit show you don’t believe in.” Her finger hovered over the send key, but she deleted the post. Passive-aggressive behavior wasn’t her style, and it didn’t make the world a better place. Instead, she wrote, “I hope you’re still loving the laughter and light my show puts out into the world. Perceive beauty!”

			It was kind of just a repeat, but she was gratified to see the outpouring of love for the show. Maybe some of the staff were jaded, but the audience was still out there. She set her phone aside so she could still see it, and then she began the arduous task of taking off the thick makeup her stylist insisted was necessary for the camera. It felt so good when it was off that Clio ran her fingertips over her cheeks, feeling the soft, wrinkle-free skin of her ageless face. When she opened her eyes, she almost didn’t recognize the tired looking woman in the mirror. She turned away, not wanting to analyze why she looked so hollow.

			Once she’d changed into comfortable designer jeans and a form-fitting sweatshirt, she left her dressing room to find it dark. The crew had left and turned everything off, not bothering to see if she was still there. Tears filled her eyes again and she brushed them away. She couldn’t tell herself she didn’t care, that they didn’t matter, because she did, and they did. She wanted them to like her, and at first, they’d all seemed like a big happy family. But three years on, that family had turned into a feuding faction of friction. How she wished it could be like it had been before.

			She slowly made her way out the back door and into the crisp night air. San Francisco was her haven, her own special muse. Creativity thrived in the city and fed her soul the way Italy did. And she had an apartment in Monte Castello di Vibio, the home of the arts, although she hadn’t been in a long time. San Francisco in this century called to her, and like any good muse, she listened to things that called to her. Of course, many of the gods lived in the Afterlife compound in Santa Monica, and that made it easier to get them on the show, since it was a simple trip up the coast. Not that they couldn’t travel anywhere at the drop of a hat, but…well, perception and reality were a thing for the gods, too. If they perceived something to be a hassle, then it was. So she worked to take the hassle out of it.

			She briefly thought about heading to the Academy in Big Sur, her special project where creative people from all over the world came to study with not only the muses, but also with the brightest and best of the humans. But that was a long drive, and she was weary. And when her place in Seacliff came into view, it made her happy the way it always did. The lights were on a timer, since she hated coming home to a dark house, and light spilled from every window, welcoming her home. The gravel drive crunched beneath the tires of her convertible, and she hurried inside, chilled by the fog rolling in off the water.

			She went in and hung her long coat on the peg in the hallway. Not for the first time, she thought how lonely it looked there, all by itself. She shook the thought away and went upstairs, where she put on her oldest, most comfy sweatpants and her favorite T-shirt, emblazoned with a Care Bear and the words “Believe in Yourself” across the chest. Cozy socks completed the homey feeling and she went back downstairs to make herself a microwave dinner.

			The phone rang, breaking the silence, and she leapt for it.

			“I don’t know why, but I had a feeling you’d be home.”

			Eris’s voice, low and husky, always made Clio smile. “And where are you that you’re able to call me on a Friday night, sister dear?”

			Eris laughed. “At the club. Where you should be shaking your ass and finding a warm body to keep you hot in that gorgeous house of yours.” She laughed and said something Clio couldn’t hear to someone else. “I had a feeling you needed me.”

			Not alone after all. Clio held back the tears, not wanting Eris to worry. “I did, and I feel a million times better just for hearing your voice.”

			The background noise on Eris’s side faded. “What’s up? Talk to me.”

			Clio launched into the story of that day’s show, and ended lamely with, “And then my crew went out for drinks and didn’t invite me.”

			Eris was quiet for a minute. “Clee, maybe you need to change things up. A little less flash and a little more substance, you know?”

			“You’re one to talk.” Clio went to the floor to ceiling window and looked out, but there was nothing to see but fog. “I don’t recognize this world anymore, E. It’s moving so fast, and there’s still so much darkness. If I don’t succeed, if I don’t bring some lightness to it, I worry…”

			“You worry what?”

			“That the darkness will just eat up all the light.” She swallowed hard. “That sounds silly, doesn’t it?”

			Eris sighed deeply and Clio could picture her, sitting at her desk, her feet propped on the edge, her eyes closed.

			“It doesn’t sound silly at all. I get it. But, sis, you’re not happy. And if you’re not happy, then the people around you aren’t happy. That’s the way we work, right?” There was an explosion of noise and music, and someone called her name. “Look, I’ve got to go. But think about what I’ve said, okay?”

			Clio blew a kiss and ended the call. She fell backwards onto the couch and lay there in the silence. She was the muse of history and virtue. Neither of those things seemed to matter in this world. So where did that leave her?






Chapter Ten

			Clio’s heart hurt. It ached like someone had balled it up in their hands and smooshed it back into her chest. All those lives, gone. Children, women, men. The ugliness of humanity had been proven to her over and over again, and eventually she’d learned her lesson. She’d stopped being around them, and this was exactly why.

			They got out of the car in front of a beautiful ranch-style house, complete with roses and a wraparound porch. She headed straight to one of the deck chairs and collapsed into it.

			“What is Soc short for?” Kit asked the Yama.

			“It’s a nickname. When I first got here, I spent a lot of time asking questions and analyzing the nature of the Deadlands. Clio started calling me mini-Socrates, and I’ve been Soc ever since.” She grinned. “I love it.”

			Kit stood with her hands in her pockets, looking as uncomfortable as a living person in the underworld should. “Whose house is this?”

			Soc raised her hand. “I’ll leave the explanations to Clio. I need to get back to work. See you soon.” She turned and headed past the car, and then what looked like a door opened and she went through it and was gone.

			“That freaks me out. I’m not afraid to say it.” Kit flopped into the seat next to Clio.

			“This is a guest house. Dani had it built after the Merge. Her wife, Megara, helped her revamp the Deadlands into something more welcoming. Now they have friends over sometimes, so they built this.” Clio’s eyes were closed, her knees tucked up under her chin. She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to hear Kit say they’d done something good today, or that seeing the bad was necessary. It wasn’t.

			The feelings rose and she began to cry. She let the tears flow, one for every soul on that bridge and in that pile. And one for every soul in this world taken by violence. She was barely aware of Kit’s gentle hands pulling her from the deck chair and leading her inside to the couch. And she didn’t pull away when Kit sat down with her and pulled her into a tight, strong embrace. She cried on Kit’s chest, all the loneliness, fear, and disappointment flowing out and soaking Kit’s shirt.

			Eventually, she grew calm and scooted down so her head rested on Kit’s thigh. She murmured gratefully when Kit covered her with a blanket, and she quickly fell into an emotionally exhausted sleep.

			When she woke, she felt Kit’s thigh flex under her head and she looked up, rubbing her eyes. “I’m so sorry. How long have I been asleep?”

			“Only about an hour, I think. It’s kind of hard to tell here, and I didn’t want to move my arm to check my watch.” Kit’s stomach rumbled loudly, and she groaned. “I’m so hungry.”

			Clio struggled to sit up and quickly ran her hand through her hair. “I must be a mess.”

			“I think you look perfect.”

			Clio snapped around at the tone in Kit’s voice. It was husky, not teasing. And the look in Kit’s eyes suggested she wasn’t hungry for just food.

			“What’s going on?” Clio asked.

			“You’re beautiful, Clio.” Kit stretched, keeping her eyes on Clio. “I’ve always thought so. But there’s something about watching a woman sleep. You can see her, without a mask or pretense. And fucking hell, you’re so damn beautiful when you let that mask fall.”

			Clio wasn’t sure how to take that. “So, I’m not beautiful unless I’m sleeping?”

			Kit laughed and stood. “Are we allowed to eat in the underworld? Or is there no food because we’re supposed to be dead? Christ, if we eat something here are we stuck here forever, like that tale about Persephone?” She shivered, only half-jokingly. “This might be safe, but I think I’d rather take my chances with the cartels. I’d rather not come back here until I’m actually supposed to be here.”

			Clio got up too, letting the other conversation go. Falling asleep on Kit’s lap, having someone hold her and simply let her feel, was almost too much to take. It had been so very long. “The cupboards usually have stuff in them.”

			She went hunting and found enough in the cupboard and fridge to make them a meal. “Relax. I’ll have something for us in a jiffy.”

			Kit sat on a breakfast stool. “A jiffy?”

			“When you pick up words throughout the centuries it’s sad to let them go. That’s one I particularly like.” Clio started chopping and dicing. It was nice to be cooking for someone.

			“I owe you an apology, Clio.” Kit’s tone had that husky hint to it again.

			“Probably several. But what is it you’re apologizing for right now?” Clio shot her a quick smile and didn’t miss the heat in Kit’s eyes.

			“For being stubborn and bull-headed. I haven’t considered that you’ve been through a hell of a lot more than I have. You’ve probably seen worse than what we saw out there, haven’t you?”

			Clio nodded but just kept chopping.

			“And yet you worked to show people something good. Fun, happy things to take them away from what they see beyond their doorsteps every day. Maybe I don’t agree with how you’ve gone about it, but I’ve had some time to think, and I kind of understand now.” Kit snagged a piece of carrot. “So I’m sorry for being an ass and not considering your feelings.”

			Clio thought about that. “But you’re not sorry for wanting to show people what we saw today.”

			Kit frowned. “No, I’m not sorry about that. I still think people need to see that there are things that need to be changed, and even Boreas said it was useful. And by doing what we did, we helped give Dani a platform to spread her message. Maybe now she can make some headway against the cartels.” She paused. “But she can’t actually kill people, can she?”

			Clio tilted her head, thinking. “It’s hard to say. Gods throughout history have been able to kill people off, but they always do it in creative ways; they use lightning, or turn people into piles of salt, or into trees or animals. But Dani is the personification of death, the actual goddess of death. She’s one of the softest, sweetest people I’ve ever met. But her rage was like sand in the air today. I could feel it stinging me. It’ll be interesting to see what she does.”

			They were quiet for a while longer, and Clio returned to the tone of Kit’s voice and the look in her eyes moments before. She’d never once considered that Kit might find her attractive. Kit was all kinds of sexy, but their views were so different. And she knew what it was to love a human.

			“That smells good,” Kit finally said.

			“I learned how to cook in France about thirty years ago. I picked up plenty of great recipes over the years, obviously, but it was only when I was in Paris and I dated a chef that I learned the finer things, like how much of an herb to use and what mixed best with what. I got pretty good before we went our separate ways.”

			Kit leaned forward. “And what about now? Are you with anyone? Other than Sian, I mean.”

			Clio stirred the sauce, wondering how much she wanted to reveal in this inevitable line of questioning. “No. I haven’t been with anyone seriously for a long time.”

			“Why not?”

			“You’re relentless, aren’t you?” Clio dipped the spoon into the mixture and held it out for Kit to taste. She shivered when Kit’s eyes didn’t leave hers as her lips touched the spoon.

			“Maybe a little more oregano. And my relentless nature is what people love about me.”

			Clio laughed. “I’m sure.” She added more oregano. “How much do you actually know about me? Not just about the muses, but me in particular?”

			Kit tilted her head and stared at the food for a second. “Not a lot, I guess. I read some articles on things you’ve done, like the Arts College and such, but there wasn’t a lot of personal information. Just pieces of mythology.”

			Clio smiled wistfully. “What you call mythology, I call backstory. Myths are stories told so long ago that people forget they’re actually made up of a lot of truth.”

			“Go on?” Kit asked when Clio went quiet.

			“Many, many years ago, I was confronted by a goddess who was being…well, not virtuous. She’d fallen in love with a mortal and was chasing him around like a lovestruck fool. It was unseemly, and the young man didn’t return her admiration. Like an idiot, I told her she was behaving like a silly mortal.” She tapped the spoon hard against the pot, splashing a little and making Kit jump back. “Sorry. In return for my sage advice, she cursed me. I’d forever only be able to fall in love with mortals, never immortals, so that I’d eventually have to watch them grow old and die. For the rest of my existence.”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“No, not him. He’s much nicer than that. Aphrodite, though, isn’t a goddess you insult.” She shrugged. “What she didn’t realize was that I don’t fall in love easily anyway. It might seem like I’m the type, but really, I guard my heart pretty well. The drawback of being a muse of virtue is that it’s only a really virtuous person who can steal my heart. And there aren’t a lot of those out there who also happen to be my type.”

			“And what type is that?” Kit held up her hand. “Never mind. Sian, right?”

			“Tall, butch, handsome, and hot.” Clio grinned. “Exactly.”

			“But you haven’t fallen in love with her?” Kit asked. “Shit. Sorry. Totally not my business.”

			“It’s not, but I’ll still answer.” Clio smiled when Kit gave her an apologetic look. “I love Sian as a friend, and we have some great times together. She’s a really good person. But no, I’ve never been in love with her. That’s a spark you don’t find with many people. Not the real thing, anyway.” She bit her lip, wondering if she wanted an answer to the same question. “What about you? Is there a woman pining away for you at home?”

			Kit snorted. “My dog, Buster, probably doesn’t count in this instance. Can you imagine anyone pining for my company?”

			Clio glanced at Kit’s rugged jawline, her strong forearms, her long fingers. Yes, actually, she could. She returned to stirring the sauce that no longer needed to be stirred.

			“As you’ve probably guessed, I’m married to my job. I enjoy dating here and there, and I’m not averse to an occasional one-night stand to scratch a more immediate itch. But love? That will just break you. As you’ve seen, I imagine.”

			There was real pain under Kit’s flippant words, pain Clio could feel as it swept over her skin. “I think Aphrodite meant that to be true. But what I’ve found is that when you find real love, it doesn’t break you at all. Sure, when you lose it, the pain is unbearable. But the beauty you got from loving so deeply remains always, and the pain fades.”

			Kit remained quiet, chewing thoughtfully and loudly on a carrot stick.

			“I read that you lost your parents when you were young.” Clio kept her tone even, conversational. “What happened?”

			“Car accident.” Her tone was clipped. “When I was twelve. They were my everything. And when I prayed after, no one answered.”

			Clio looked up. “What were you praying for?”

			Kit looked taken aback by the question. “For it not to have happened. For them to come back to me.”

			Clio set down the spoon and reached across to take Kit’s hand. “People can’t be brought back to life. Not by any god, anywhere. Accidents are awful, but they’re part of life on this earth. You didn’t get an answer because there wasn’t one to give you.”

			She started to dish up, and her understanding of Kit grew with every spoonful of food she put on the plate. Kit’s anger at the gods and her need to show people that they weren’t perfect made sense now. It came from a place of abandonment and anger, as did many people’s feelings toward the gods when it came to imperfect mortal existences.

			She set their plates down on the table. “Sit. I didn’t just slave over that hot stove for nothing.”

			Kit sat and picked up her fork. “It took you about thirty minutes.”

			Clio reached for her plate and slid it away. “If you’re going to disparage my cooking—”

			“No!” Kit pulled the plate back to her. “I was just saying.” She took a bite and made a deep sound in her throat. “That’s amazing. You can be my housewife pining at home for me anytime.”

			Clio choked on her drink. “Do I strike you as the pining housewife type?”

			Kit grinned and raised her eyebrow, the fork halfway to her mouth. “Wanna find out?”

			Clio laughed, and the tension was broken. They spent the next hour talking about their favorite movies, music, and comediennes. Kit got Clio to talk about her favorite moments in history, and Clio asked Kit where on earth she’d most like to go, which unsurprisingly was far away from people.

			“Finland? It’s beautiful. I haven’t spent much time there over the years. The people are naturally kind, and there isn’t much need for a muse of history either.”

			“I want to see the northern lights and pet a reindeer and go husky sledding.” Kit’s eyes sparkled when she talked about it. “When I retire, that’s what I’m going to do.”

			Clio shook her head as she gathered their dishes and took them to the sink, Kit right behind her. “Why would you wait until you retire? It’s such a modern way of thinking, you know. Waiting until some specific point in your life before you go somewhere you’ve dreamt of going.” She glanced at Kit, who leaned against the counter next to her. “Surely everything you’ve learned in this life has shown you that you should do everything you want to do, whenever you can?” She lightly cupped Kit’s cheek. “Life can be unexpectedly short.”

			Kit’s eyes darkened and she put her hand over Clio’s, holding it to her cheek. Clio froze, rooted in place, her breathing picking up speed. Kit’s eyes moved to Clio’s lips, and she darted forward, letting go of Clio’s hand and crushing her lips to Clio’s.

			Clio moaned and pressed her body to Kit’s, tangling her hands in Kit’s short hair. Kit’s thigh pressed between her legs, and she groaned against Kit’s mouth at the utterly perfect pressure that was right where she needed it. Kit’s tongue sought entrance to her mouth, and she granted it willingly, opening to her. The kiss was all Kit: passionate, raw, intense. Kit’s lips moved away from her mouth, over her jaw and down her neck, nipping and kissing a hot trail that set off fireworks in Clio’s body and soul.

			There was a knock at the door and Kit rested her forehead against Clio’s. “God fucking damn all of it to hell.”

			Clio couldn’t help but smile and she slid out from Kit’s hold. “It’s probably Dani.”

			Kit bent and rested her head on her arms on the countertop. “Nothing like Death stopping by to kill a vibe.”

			Clio laughed out loud this time and tried to tame her hair. Her lips felt swollen, and her breathing was erratic. She opened the door and pasted on a smile.

			Dani took one look at her and winced a little. “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

			Clio took her hand and led her inside. “Me neither.” She smiled at the look of understanding in Dani’s eyes.

			“I wanted to let you know that things are in motion, but you shouldn’t stay in Mexico. If it’s okay, I’d like to drive you back to the airport using the Deadlands highway.”

			Kit crossed her arms. “Are you killing the story?”

			Dani’s smile was gentle. “I’m not. I don’t imagine you’ve had the time to watch the news.” She grinned a little. “But if you did, you’d see that I’m already able to work on clean-up thanks to you airing what you saw, in the raw and open way you did.” She hugged Clio to her side. “It was ugly work, but you made a real difference today.”

			Clio softened under Dani’s always gentle touch. “I hated it.”

			Dani nodded and kissed the top of Clio’s head. “I know you did. But part of what made the newscast so explosive was your reaction and how genuine it was. People are used to seeing you bubbly and free, so it was extra powerful.” She looked down at her. “It was real.”

			Clio felt the weight of judgment, even though she knew it wasn’t Dani’s intention. “Fun and bubbly doesn’t mean not real.”

			“No, it doesn’t.” She let go and moved toward the door. “But you know what I mean, Clio. If you two are ready, I’d like to head out now. Meg is making dinner and she has a couple of special dinner guests she’d like me to meet.”

			Clio laughed when Dani blushed, and Kit looked at her with a question in her eyes. “Meg is known for having very special guests. Usually extremely attractive ones who are also flexible and not bound by human inhibitions.”

			“And I understand you’ve been to more than one of her parties over the centuries,” Dani said with a wink. “Before my time with her, that is.”

			Kit looked between them, and Clio could only imagine what she was thinking, especially after their kiss moments before. “No sense in wasting the life we’re given, right?” she said and grinned at Kit when her eyebrows went up. Had she expected Clio to deny it?

			“Okay, let’s go.” Dani picked up the car keys by the door. “Unless you two want to join the party tonight.”

			“Not me, thanks,” Clio said. “I’ve had enough excitement today.” She looked at Kit. “But if you want to?”

			“No!” Kit held up her hands. “Sorry, I mean, no thanks. I’m all about wild sex orgies with gods, but like Clio said, I’m tired out too.”

			Dani laughed. “I’m so glad you both turned me down. I wouldn’t want to compete with either of you in the bedroom. You’re just Meg’s type,” she said, looking Kit over. “And Clio would have everyone else’s attention.”

			Kit’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. She looked at Clio, who just smiled sweetly.

			“Off we go, then,” Clio said. “But tell Meg I miss her, and that she should come visit me one day. We’ll go shopping.”

			Kit shook her head as she followed them out to the car. “I feel like I’ve gone down the rabbit hole.”

			“Nah. Just the Deadlands. The rabbit hole is somewhere else entirely.” Dani started the car and headed down a long road with no other cars on it. When they entered the daylight at the end of the road, they were on the airport tarmac. The plane engines were already rumbling, and the stairs were waiting.

			They got out and Clio gave Dani a hard hug. “Thank you, old friend. You reminded me of some things today.”

			Dani held her at arm’s length. “Remember who you are, Clio Ardalides. You’re never truly alone.” She let go and turned to Kit, holding out her hand. “And you, Kit Kalloway. Be gentle with my favorite muse or you’ll see me again under different circumstances.”

			Kit’s eyes widened. “Yup. Okay. Will do.”

			Dani laughed and pulled her into a bro-hug. “Good. And take care of yourself, too.”

			They headed up the stairs to the plane and settled in. Clio waved out the window to Dani, who waved back as she leaned against her Mustang, one hand in her pocket, looking for all the world like a bog-standard sexy as hell mortal woman.

			Sian leaned down next to her and looked out the window too. “Damn. My competition is getting fiercer all the time. She’s something else.”

			“You have no idea,” Kit said from across the aisle.






Chapter Eleven

			Kit rolled face down on the bed and punched her pillow repeatedly. The flight back from Mexico had been silent. Not because she hadn’t wanted to lay the seats back all the way and pull Clio onto her lap to continue what they’d started, but because Clio had put her chair back, pulled an eye mask on, and gone to sleep, making it oh-so-clear that they weren’t going to be doing anything, including talking. So Kit had spent the entire flight bugging the hell out of Sian, asking her stupid questions about flying and regaling her with her thoughts on why bubblegum lost its flavor so quickly, until Sian had given in and brought out a deck of cards just to keep Kit occupied. They’d ended up laughing and ribbing each other relentlessly, which most definitely helped keep her mind off the fact that Clio was lying down not ten feet away.

			When the captain radioed that they were going to land, Sian shoved the cards at Kit. “I need to wake her up.”

			Kit turned to watch, curious. Sian knelt on one knee next to Clio’s chair and caressed her cheek, speaking softly. Clio pulled off the eye mask and smiled at her, beautifully sleepy.

			It was a tender moment, and Kit didn’t like the feeling of insecurity and jealousy that kicked her in the gut. They seemed to have something special. And yet, Clio had been clear in her feelings about Sian. But when Kit looked at Sian’s expression, she wondered if Sian was in the same place. It didn’t look like it.

			Sian left Clio’s side and punched Kit in the shoulder as she passed. “Go sit down and strap in, stud. Can’t have you falling over and bruising that pretty TV face.”

			Kit gave her a rude hand gesture in return and then went and did as she was told. “Sleep well?” she asked.

			“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stay awake a minute longer. Emotional stuff like that really takes it out of me.” Clio’s smile was quick and then she started to gather her things. “Were you okay?”

			Sian came forward with damp warm towels for their faces. “She was a royal pain in the ass. But I’m going to take her to the gym and show her how to work out so she doesn’t look like such a wimp anymore.”

			Clio looked surprised. “You’re going to meet up? Away from the plane?”

			Sian laughed. “I don’t live on this thing, you know. I have a life beyond it.” She leaned down. “In fact, after I’m done wearing her out at the gym, maybe I could come over and do the same with you.” She wiggled her eyebrows, but the look in her eyes was serious.

			Clio glanced over Sian’s shoulder at Kit, who was studiously looking out the window. “I’m afraid I won’t be very good company for a while, Sian. But if I change my mind?”

			“You know I’ll come running.” Sian sounded a little sad, but she covered it quickly. 

			Why was Kit so glad that Clio had turned her down?

			The plane landed and Kit gave a sigh of relief. She’d done nothing but replay that hot and heavy moment at the guesthouse for the whole journey home, but she wasn’t ready to dissect it or to hear Clio say it had been a mistake, that they were colleagues, and that it shouldn’t have happened.

			Part of her wanted to ask Clio to come back to her place. Part of her wanted to tell Sian to get off the plane so she could enjoy what they’d started right there on the plane. But the larger part of her knew it would complicate things. She still had pretty intense feelings about the immortals, and Clio didn’t seem to share her misgivings. Sure, they’d reached a kind of impasse, but who knew how long it would last?

			They disembarked and Sian and Kit traded friendly barbs and agreed to meet up the following day. Clio was a good few steps ahead, like she was in a hurry. Not a good sign.

			Clio smiled brightly. “Sounds like you’ve got some good plans for your days off. I do too, of course. I’ll see you at the meeting next week?” She leaned forward and kissed Kit on the cheek, backing away before Kit could turn her face to get more than just a peck.

			“Yeah. Okay.” Kit hoped she hid the way the dismissal stung. “See you then.”

			She watched as Clio got into her car and drove off, giving Kit and Sian a little wave as she zipped by.

			“Come on,” Sian said. “First round is on me. We’ll work off the calories tomorrow.”

			Kit laughed and followed her, but she remained preoccupied with the woman she had no business thinking about outside of work.

			* * *

			“She’s hot, intelligent, and she looks past your rather extreme taste in clothing as well as your bossiness. I’m not sure why you’d stay away from her. I’d think you’d bring her home and chain her to your bed. If she’s into that. I know you went through your own phase.”

			“It was the seventeen hundreds and de Sade was all the rage.” Clio popped the cork on the wine bottle while holding the phone between her shoulder and her ear. “Anyway, can you see how it would be complicated?”

			“No.” Eris was blunt, as always. “If she was your boss, maybe, although that’s always a hot combination too, until it goes tits up. But she’s just a co-worker, and you’re both adults. There’s no logical reason for you to stay out of her pants or to keep her out of yours.”

			“And what about how she feels about immortals?”

			“Clearly it doesn’t apply to you, given that she tickled your tonsils. And you should check out the way she looked at you on camera when you did that segment in Mexico. I mean, if someone looked at me that way I’d run for the fucking mountains, but I happen to know that some women like being looked at like someone wants to protect them from all the bad shit in the world.”

			Clio frowned and took a sip of wine. “What are you talking about?”

			“I refuse to repeat myself just because you’re being dense. Watch the segment. Then call her and get your head out of your ass. If you want her, and she wants you, then go for it.”

			“And Aphrodite?” Clio knew Eris would understand.

			“Yeah, that’s a shit deal. It would be better if you could fall in love with someone who would live as long as you. But we both know plenty of immortals with mortal lovers now, and they’re making it work. You can enjoy the hell out of that body while it’s around.” Her tone softened. “I know it hurts when it ends, sis, but you know better than any of us that it doesn’t mean you don’t give it your all.”

			Clio sighed. “I don’t know what’s holding me back. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I can’t seem to get past this sense that I should wait.”

			“For what? For that perfect body to go to waste? Or worse, to someone else?” There was a giggly, high-pitched voice in the background. “Mortal lives go by in the blink of an eye. I’ve got to run.”

			Clio hung up feeling ten times better after talking to her sister. Eris was one to talk, since she had plenty of her own issues around love and relationships, but she was right that time was precious. And yet, when Clio thought of how vehement Kit was about the gods not doing enough, when she thought of the way Kit had looked freaked out when she’d found out who Dani was and when the Yama had come to guide them, she froze. How could she fit into Clio’s world? Before the Merge, Clio hadn’t told her lovers who or what she was. Eventually they’d known she was special when they aged and she didn’t. But that had been between them.

			Now, Kit knew exactly who and what she was. They were from different worlds, and Kit wasn’t a huge fan of hers. Not to mention she’d always seemed to find Clio fake, something that wasn’t lost on Clio. Could she live with Kit’s intense desire to show the dark sides of the world to people all the time? And could Kit deal with her desire not to focus on the bad stuff?

			There were so many questions, and so few answers. She wondered if Sian and Kit had enjoyed their workout together, and she had no problem admitting to herself that she was glad they weren’t each other’s type. She hated feeling jealous, and more than once her spontaneous nature had gotten the best of her when it came to jealousy and other women. Who knew that brocade curtains were so flammable?

			She picked up the remote control to turn on the news, just to see if she could see what Eris was talking about, but then tossed it down again. Regardless of the way Kit might be looking at her, she couldn’t face seeing the horror of what they’d covered. Once was enough.

			The phone rang and she glanced at the readout. Why did it feel like a bad omen whenever she got a call from her producer these days?

			“Hey, can you come into the office in the morning? The team is gathering and want to talk to both of you.”

			“Can you give me a hint this time instead of springing something on me?” She’d been less than impressed with the way they’d handled her with kid gloves.

			“We want to talk about how great the show did the other night and discuss a couple of things to make it even better. That’s all.”

			“Great. That’s all.” Cleo hadn’t bothered to turn on the TV since she’d been home, focusing instead on music and the sound of the ocean. “I’ll be there at ten.”

			“Perfect, thanks.”

			She put the phone down and stood staring out at the water. Kit would be there too, presumably. And while she couldn’t wait to see her, it also felt a little too much like that first crush excitement, which could lead to way too much complication.

			She went to her closet and sifted through the multitude of colors and materials. Her favorites were bright, bold colors that made her feel vibrant and free. But Kit didn’t seem overly fond of that part of her. Why did that matter? She tugged out a cherry red pantsuit and matching heels that made her feel sexy and powerful. Changing who you were for other people was disingenuous, and as much as she wanted Kit, and other people, to like her, she couldn’t be untrue to herself. It wasn’t fair to them or to her.

			The next morning, she ran late as usual, but only by a few minutes. When she walked into the office in the Embarcadero everyone was already seated, and there was a steaming cup of coffee sitting in front of the one empty seat. Kit tilted her head toward it. “For you.”

			She sat down, grateful for the simple gesture. “Sorry I’m late.” She looked at the two extra people at the table and smiled at them.

			“No problem, Clio.” Jag raised his cup to her. “Thanks for coming in on such short notice.”

			Clio’s producer was practically vibrating. “That segment you did the other day was a masterpiece. It was brilliant thinking to go live with it instead of holding onto it like we have the others. Your ratings have soared. People loved it.”

			Jag didn’t look as excited. “I wouldn’t say they loved it. We’ve had a ton of response—”

			“Which is what we wanted.” Clio’s producer looked irked.

			“Responses,” Jag continued, “which have shown that people are watching to see what you two come up with. But there’s no question it was incredibly intense, and a lot of those responses included people who said they felt sorry for Clio.”

			“And people who said both of you looked exhausted.” The woman Clio hadn’t met spoke up.

			“I was upset because it was upsetting,” Clio said, looking around the table. “If I’d been cracking jokes and asking about fashion it would have been…” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t have done it.”

			“And that’s why we needed to meet today.” Clio’s agent motioned toward the two new people. “First of all, you need a stylist with you. Your images need to stay intact, and you both looked simply awful. Tamara here is going to make sure you both look your best from now on.”

			Tamara gave them a big smile that cracked the makeup in the little lines at her eyes.

			“And to help balance you two out, between the sweet and the salty, is
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